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“JUST A LITTLE BIT OF CHEEKY RIBALDRY”?
Newsroom discourses of sexually harassing
behaviour
Louise North
This paper is concerned with how Australian print news media journalists, male and female,
remember, talk about, experience, acknowledge, condemn, and/or deny sexually harassing
behaviour in the newsroom. A total of seventeen in-depth, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with eight male and nine female journalists in late 2003 and early 2004. The
interviewees ranged in age from 19 to 56 and differed in levels of industry experience. The
interviews were not set up to specifically discuss sexually harassing behaviour in the newsroom;
however it was a theme that arose in seven of the interviews about newsroom culture, my broader
PhD project. The female interviewees make clear their encounters are constant reminders of how
their bodies do not “fit” and/or where and how they do fit in this occupation. This is the case, even
though some women do not use the term “sexual harassment” to describe the behaviour that
clearly constitutes it under Australian government legislation. The two male journalists interviewed
who mentioned harassment talk about it in defence of accepted office behaviour, or in passing
about procedural business policy. The use of the term “sexual harassment,” or lack of its use, also
tells us about the place of feminism and/or feminist inspired government legislation in journalism’s
occupational culture.
Introduction
Assumptions about, and practices of, gender are produced by, and underlie, many
aspects of the structure and culture of the workplace, and the newsroom is no exception.
These include the sectors and the type of jobs in which men and women are variously
employed, the tasks allocated and the career progress of workers. But it is the lived
experiences of differently gendered bodies that can tell us much about how culture is
embodied. The focus of this paper is the discourses that female journalists take up in regard
to sexually harassing behaviour—a gendered practice of embodied interaction which is
central to, among other things, marking bodies as “right” or “wrong” for a job. Sexually
harassing behaviour by men occurs in newsrooms worldwide and is an established part of
occupational culture that has been widely analysed by feminist media researchers—yet in
Australia researchers have so far failed to thoroughly explore this crucial aspect of
newsroom culture. Weaver (1992) found in her interviews with American newspaper,
magazine, and television journalists that between 40 and 60 per cent of female journalists
had experienced sexual harassment. Walsh Childers, Chance and Herzog’s (1996) survey
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of American female newspaper journalists found that of the 227 participants sixty believed
that sexual harassment was a problem for women in the industry. More recently Ross’s
(2004) study of twenty-two female British journalists found that more than 75 per cent of
respondents said they had experienced some form of sexual harassment in the newsroom.
de Bruin (2004) has also researched sexual harassment in interviews with ten male and ten
female Caribbean journalists. Her preliminary findings suggest that men don’t use the term
“harassment” while women describe the experience “as coming in many shapes and forms”
(de Bruin 2004, p. 9). Emerging scholarship from non-western countries also acknowledges
the prevalence of sexual harassment. For example, Opoku-Mensah (2004) posits that sexual
harassment is a rarely discussed problem that often characterises and shapes working
relations in African newsrooms.
In Australia there is anecdotal evidence and emerging autobiographical accounts by
Australian female journalists of the experience of sexually harassing behaviour in the
newsroom (see, e.g., Haussegger 2005; Trioli 1996). However, from my reading there is no
academic research that explores and analyses discourses and practices of sexually harassing
behaviour in Australian print news media newsrooms. In 1996 a ground-breaking industry
report in Australia (Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance [MEAA] and International
Federation of Journalists [IFJ] 1996, p. 14) statistically accounted for its presence, yet there
has been no follow-up report that expands on, or further examines, the problem. In that
study, of the 368 female respondents from print, radio and television, 51 per cent said they
had been sexually harassed in the workplace. My research does more than just reveal sexual
harassment as a “problem” in Australian newsrooms. It aims to identify and flesh out the
discourses through which sexually harassing behaviour is experienced in the newsroom,
and explore available discourses around sexually harassing behaviour by analysing how it is
remembered and told in interviews. How do the feminist discourses of government
legislation, company polices, and newsroom culture concerning “sexual harassment”
currently shape Australian newsrooms?
Sexually harassing behaviour in Australian newsrooms was not a specific theme that
I had set out to investigate. However, as part of my doctoral research in which I conducted
seventeen semi-structured, in-depth interviews with Australian print media journalists from
four of the country’s eight states and territories in late 2003 and early 2004, the theme
arose—even though there were no set questions about it. Seven interviewees mentioned
words or detailed experiences that could arguably describe sexually harassing behaviour by
male journalists—five female and two male journalists. Potential interviewees for the
research were formally contacted, in the majority of cases via introductions from third
parties. The title of the letter detailing the research and in which they responded was “The
newsroom experiences of Australian print journalists”. Those who expressed interest in the
project received a follow-up telephone call to clarify their interest and to secure a time and
place for the interview. Interviews lasted between forty minutes and two hours and the
majority was carried out at the interviewees’ places of work.
The eight men and nine women interviewed ranged in age, industry experience, and
seniority at the time of interview. There were two regional daily newspaper editors, three
regional daily cadets, a metropolitan news editor, feature writers, political reporters, and
sub-editors. The majority had been in the industry on average about fifteen years, but a few
had less than two years’ experience, while some had thirty-eight or thirty-nine years’
experience. The participants’ ages varied from 19 to 56. The participants were informed at
the point of initial written contact about the general topics to be covered in the interview.
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These included, but were not confined to discussions about career trajectory, career
aspirations, frustrations, compromises, negotiations in day-to-day work routines, if or how
gender impacted on the treatment and opportunities offered to journalists, and a
discussion about how feminism may have impacted on newsroom culture and workplace
practices. Each interview was taped and transcribed and subsequently returned to each
interviewee to check for any errors in transcription, or to withdraw the interview from the
research project. None chose the last option. All were aware that I was a working journalist
and some made comment in the interview that this helped in securing the interview with
them. In all cases the interviewees drew attention to my own work history during the
interview in order to elaborate points and establish a common understanding about
working in the industry. This acknowledgment as an “insider” certainly did help in gaining
access to, and quickly experiencing camaraderie with, the interviewees. I am mindful,
however, that some narratives about sexually harassing behaviour may have been
precluded. Some men, for example, may have felt less comfortable, and therefore less
forthcoming, discussing this subject with a female interviewer. Also I may have identified
knowledge of the subject that may have worked to exclude, or negate, some comments.
If the men had been interviewed by a male interviewer perhaps they may have been more
informative about their personal experiences rather than their professional obligations.
As well, there may have been more discussion by both men and women of sexually
harassing behaviour had there been specific questions in relation to it. Nevertheless, I think
the following excerpts provide an important and specific glimpse into this one aspect of
gendered newsroom practices.
It is clear that analysis of seventeen interviews does not allow for definitive
statements generally applicable to all Australian journalists or the industry as a whole.
The research project was not set up to be a representative sample, but rather a small and
diverse sample through which a close reading of the transcripts could allow for exploration
of key themes. The merit of this research consists in revealing how the subjectivities of
journalists take effect in the newsroom and which factors might be mitigating them.
In reviewing the transcripts I wondered why the two young women who had clearly
experienced and talked to me about harassing behaviour by men involving sexual
meanings never used the term “sexual harassment”? Why the only two men who
mentioned harassment did so in defence of “normal” and accepted office behaviour, or in
passing about procedural business policy? And, what was it that enabled three older female
interviewees, who all identified as feminists, to articulate and link the term “sexual
harassment” with the experience—albeit tentatively and indirectly?
Sexual Harassment in Australia
Let me first set the scene about sexual harassment in an Australian context. The term
“sexual harassment” is not one that is easily definable and not everyone agrees with the
definition given in Australian government acts. The federal Sex Discrimination Act (SDA),
introduced in Australia in 1984, makes sexual harassment in the workplace unlawful. In that
year, laws were also passed by the South Australian, Victorian and Western Australian
parliaments making sexual harassment unlawful, although it wasn’t until 1997 that sexual
harassment laws had been passed by all Australian parliaments (Tiddy 2001, p. 73). The SDA,
as it stands today, gives effect to Australia’s obligations under the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and parts
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of International Labour Organisation Convention 156. The SDA (1984) defines sexual
harassment as “an unwelcome sexual advance, unwelcome request for sexual favours or
other unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature which makes a person feel offended,
humiliated or intimidated, where a reasonable person would anticipate that reaction in the
circumstances” (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission [HREOC] 2002). But
what behaviour is defined as “unwelcome” has been open to constant re-evaluation,
criticism, and challenges. Indeed the Act instates a subjective dimension in its very
definition. The term “sexual harassment” first coined by US feminist Mackinnon (1979) has,
and continues to be, contentious—a changing idiom shaped by historical, societal, and
cultural norms.
Statistics provided by the Australian government demonstrate the prevalence of
sexual harassment in the workplace. In 2003 HREOC, the body that receives complaints
about sexual harassment (under the SDA), found that complainants were more likely to
be women under the age of 45, relative newcomers to the workplace, to be in a
subordinate position to their alleged harassers, that the harassing behaviour typically
occurs over a period of at least six months, and that most complainants leave
the place of employment where harassment occurred. That report was then followed
by a national telephone survey of just over 1,000 randomly polled adults and found
that
41 percent of Australian women aged between 18 and 64 years and 14 percent of men
have experienced sexual harassment. Two-thirds of this sexual harassment occurs in the
workplace, with 28 percent of Australian women and seven percent of Australian men
having experienced sexual harassment at work. (HREOC 2003)
More than half of the sexual harassment experienced in the workplace involved physical
forms of sexually harassing conduct, including unwelcome touching, hugging, cornering,
kissing or unnecessary familiarity. Non-physical types of sexual harassment, however, such
as suggestive comments or jokes, staring or leering, sexually explicit emails or SMS
messages, and sexually explicit pictures or posters were most frequently experienced
(HREOC 2003).
Early second wave feminists saw the establishment of a grievance procedure as a
“win” for women in the workplace, yet contemporary theorists have problematised this
position and provide a more sophisticated analysis of the “problem”. Political scientist
Bacchi (1998, p. 76), for example, suggests that there are limitations to this type of approach as
it is based on seeing sexual harassment as a problem for institutions “as something exogenous
to them in a sense, and hence something ‘they’ must manage”. Rather Bacchi sees institutions
as the problem and sexual harassment as a symptom of the problem. Legal theorist Thornton
(1994) too, has critiqued the individual complaint basis of equal employment opportunity
(EEO) legislation, bringing to attention the structural limits of liberal legalism. The lodgement of
a complaint of discrimination itself requires
Both perspicacity and fortitude: perspicacity on the part of the complainants to
recognise that an act of discrimination has occurred against them [after all, what has
happened could just be normal life!], and fortitude to persevere in an adversarial
relationship with a respondent who could be their boss. (Margaret Thornton 1994,
p. 219)
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Cultural Change
There have been two major public debates in Australia which have shaped
understanding of sexual harassment since it was first acknowledged through legislation:
The Einfeld judgment in 1988 and the 1995 debate about Garner’s book The First Stone:
Some Questions About Sex and Power. Briefly, the Einfeld judgment was a case brought by
three female medical receptionists who lodged a complaint of harassment by their
employer under the SDA (Tiddy 2001, p. 79). All three women said that they had their
breasts squeezed by their boss, as well as attempts to kiss them, comments on their legs
and being told to wear dresses. Justice Marcus Einfeld, in verbally summing up the case,
said that this did not constitute illegal sexual harassment. In his written judgment a week
later, Einfeld found that the women’s employer had unlawfully sexually harassed them, but
refused to award compensation because the employer’s acts were “mild,” “insignificant,”
“minimal,” and “sporadic” (Tiddy 2001, p. 80). After intense public pressure and media
scrutiny, the decision was overturned by the Federal Court and compensation was granted.
This case set the scene for the political and cultural turnaround effected by Garner.
In The First Stone prominent feminist writer Garner traces the 1991 case of two female
students at the prestigious co-educational Melbourne Ormond College who accused their
college master of indecent assault. Police laid two charges of indecent assault but the
master was later cleared of both. In 1993 the master stepped down from the job, prompting
Garner’s book, which went on to become a best-seller (Trioli 1996, p. 14). Garner questioned
the role of sexual harassment discourse, as the young women had displayed it, and asked
where to draw the line between “clear cut” examples of harassment and the “gray areas of
innocent flirtations”. She lamented that today’s young feminists had become puritanical
and punitive about harassment. Feminist academic Mead (1997), who had supported the
young women at Ormond College and was one of many vocal public opponents of Garner’s
stance, edited a collection of essays in response to Garner’s “trivialization” of sexual
harassment. Trioli (1996), a Melbourne journalist, also weighed into the debate critical of
The First Stone, working to repackage young feminists and feminism as alive and well. Trioli
and Mead both note that the political pot had been boiling in the US around what young
feminist scholar Roiphe (1993) termed “victim feminism”—and an obsession with rape,
abuse, and harassment out of proportion to “reality” and to a woman’s inherent ability to
deal with it. It was only a matter of time until this take on feminism reached Australia.
Garner’s book created, or tapped into, a similar scepticism. It produced a panic and
resentment about sexual politics. But it did much more than that. As Trioli (1996, p. 14)
suggests, the Garner book “fired and defined a national debate about feminism, sexual
harassment, women, and personal power that was unprecedented in its range and
passion”.
Both debates serve to remind us that sexual harassment does not have a fixed
meaning, but rather in the process of public debate, among other things, is reconstituted
and reshaped. The meaning of sexual harassment in Australia was implicitly changed by the
Garner book and the six months of extraordinary media attention it spawned. The debate
about what constitutes “sexual harassment” also enabled a significant reconfiguration of
feminism in Australia. From the mid-1970s women, and the media, have used a discourse of
sexual harassment, but Garner’s book allowed an amplification of an existing discourse
about feminism. A new chorus of conservative voices had stood up against what they saw
as the gagging effect of “political correctness”. The subjects imagined in, and enabled by,
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feminist discourse and government legislation therefore were, I suggest, that: women used
the term against men to destroy their careers, women complain and take sexual
harassment claims to court when they could and should work it out themselves, therefore
sexual harassment is the resort of the weak, the humourless, the bureaucratic, women have
been empowered by feminism but now they have gone too far, and women who claim
sexual harassment are manipulative.
Today, it is evident the meaning of sexual harassment continues to change. The
media, of course, is integral to this change as indicated by the coverage of the Garner
debate. It still considers sexual harassment as newsworthy. But now it is raising the question
of gender-neutrality. Mangan, writing in Melbourne’s The Age newspaper (2004, pp. 4–5),
for example, reports on research that suggests men and women experience equivalent “low
level” harassment in the workplace. Mangan questions why the focus is always on women.
It’s a public swipe at, and trivialisation of, women’s concerns about sexual harassment for
decades. This reporting of the “me-too-ism” is an indicator of the insidious way in which
gender neutrality is being increasingly used against women. Further, the tendency for men
to redefine themselves as victims of historical processes, that is feminism, is problematic
because the likely outcome is that women will be blamed for men’s problems. More than 10
years after the publication of the Garner book and the ensuing media attention, and the
same period of conservative government in Australia, a vitriolic and anti-feminist discourse
has become entrenched in popular culture.
Sexual Humour and Power
In the following section I look at jokes as an often-used method of invoking power in
the newsroom. Sexual jokes, as I have indicated earlier, also are understood as constituting
sexual harassment under the SDA. Very little of the literature on organisational culture
explores the meaning behind sexual humour in the workplace. Feminist research on
organisations more often describes sexual humour and provides an analysis. In relation to
the occupations of computing and engineering Australian researcher Lewis (2000) includes
humour in the “ways of according status and prestige, strategies for ordering and
differentiating members from non-members, which all contribute to a distinctly masculine
culture”. Michael Mulkay argues that humour, and especially sexual humour, is used to
preserve existing organisational structures:
It is yet another “paradox of the humorous mode” that, although semantically humor
involves confrontation with a subversion of a dominant pattern, it is used most effectively
for serious purposes mainly in structured situations where it works to maintain that
pattern. (1988, p. 177)
Feminist scholar Crawford (2000, p. 220)—writing about how people talk about sexuality in
everyday interaction, and how people use humour in everyday life to negotiate sexual
meanings and understandings—also acknowledges that sexual humour “maintains a sexist
social order”. Crawford, however, contends that humour may “subvert the social order and
create new realities” (2000, p. 224).
So how do my interviewees talk about and theorise (sexual) humour? The idea that
joke-telling in the newsroom is a gender-neutral activity is given expression by Simon,1
a 27-year-old regional newspaper reporter:
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Simon: All in all, there’s certainly, no, things get very bawdy out there, very . . .
LN: In what way?
Simon: Just a little bit of cheeky ribaldry. Sometimes I find it goes a bit far but it’s good in
the sense that if someone does—like, yeah, especially the stuff that you get through, like
news, people comment and make jokes and some of it’s very offensive. It’s sort of just a
way of dealing with it or just showing that it doesn’t really affect you. We’re just all macho
types but even if it does get a bit out of hand there’s always—people are very good here
at just saying, “Oi, no”. There’s really no malice or any genuine nastiness about it. People
just get carried away. You take it to one level and then you have to take it to another, and
another, and eventually, you know. I’ve been guilty of it myself and our news editor at the
moment he’s thrilled by saying, I guess, you know, offensive things just to get the reaction
and he’ll go, “Oooh, [name], God,” and he just laughs his head off, but I don’t think anyone
could safely confidently say they’re being harassed.
LN: What sort of offensive things would he say?
Simon: Geez, I don’t know. Like, real, “Are You Being Served?” sort of stuff, you know, real
bloody “Mrs Slocombe’s pussy” sort of silliness. A lot of it is just old, just like he’s been
talking to Ugly Dave Grey at lunch and you think, “Oh,” but it’s just part of the fun. You all
laugh about it and everyone seems to get in on it.2
It almost seems as if Simon works in a genderless newsroom. He uses gender-neutral terms
like “us,” “we,” “people,” and “you all” to describe how and when jokes are used and indeed
“needed” in the newsroom. Yet both of the “people” he specifies as telling the jokes are
male—the news editor and himself. The comment that “we are just all macho types” clearly
identifies a particular masculine subject position around joke-telling in this newsroom. If it
is indeed men telling the majority of jokes, then does that mean that women are the
intended audience or the butt of the humour? His comment, “I don’t think anyone could
safely confidently say they’re being harassed,” is clearly aimed at women who could be
offended to the point of experiencing it as harassment. It could be argued that Simon and
his male colleagues fear not being able to relieve their stress through sexual humour
because women will find it offensive, or worse, make complaints of harassment. The power
that sexual humour bestows to men, in this supposed gender-neutral newsroom
environment where everyone is in on the jokes, is evident when Simon notes his male news
editor’s sexual response that he is “thrilled by saying, I guess, you know, offensive things
just to get the reaction”. The reaction, for him to be so thrilled, must be from women or
those men on the outer who do not engage in sexual humour as a method of establishing
the social order; or, who willingly provide the audience and are necessary to his pleasure.
Simon also calls upon gender-neutral dialogue to express needing release from
professional pressures (possibly even upsetting news). For Simon, joke-telling is a normal
part of newsroom culture that provides a release valve for stress experienced by male
journalists. In this next excerpt Susan, a 38-year-old senior metropolitan reporter, finds that
joke-telling wins support in high places, and as such is a tool to negotiate power. Even
though male and female journalists are discussed as all taking part in a joking newsroom
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repartee, Susan depicts the situation in news conferences as a competition for the editor’s
favoured response:
Susan: I remember thinking when I was sitting around the news conferences, there was
the “jokey blokey” and the girls trying to keep up. Terrific women, when I spoke to them
on their own, great journalists, but still when they got into that situation—the gold fish
bowl—it was “oh my goodness the big fish are here and they are all being loud and
boisterous and I better try”, it was very difficult.
LN: So they would take on the same characteristics as the guys in the news conference?
Susan: Some would, yes, trying to be as equally as sort of jovial, jokey, loud, oh, another
joke to throw into the pile and laugh very loudly, and the editor cracked a joke, and I
thought “oh dear, we are all trying so hard”, you know pick me out, am I the funniest
today? The guys loved that game, I think they just do it spontaneously.
It appears that these women know the rewards of “being one of the boys”. McLean, Lewis,
Copeland, Lintern and O’Neill (1997), in their exploration of engineering culture, find “being
one of the boys” is one of a set of established occupational subject positions that their
female interviewees occupy. A sign of the fluidity of our subjectivity, “being one of the
boys” is a position that allows for acceptance into the rare and privileged position beside
men in authority. Although Susan is not specific about whether it is sexual humour, she
experiences the jokes as exclusive and about competitiveness (“the girls trying to keep up”).
The men set the scene, do so spontaneously, and a man is judge—the women are clearly
behind the eight-ball. The women’s behaviour cannot be read as subversive even though
they are taking on and becoming part of the masculine discourse. It could only be read as
subversive if the women were equally engaged in and leading the joke-telling in a way that
challenged that culture, or by refusing to take part in the joke-telling—neither of which is
the case here. Rather than subvert the social order, the women here are mimicking the
social order.
Susan: I go into a news conference situation, and all the jokes are being shared, I am very
much aware that I am a woman, and I am very much aware that I am not a heterosexual
woman, and I think to myself we have come a long way, but at the end of the day it’s still
the boys being the loudest, it’s the boys trying to talk over the top of each other, it’s the
girls tittering quietly in the background and laughing at all the jokes, because they make
sure they laugh at the appropriate times, and it’s all that sort of stuff which still goes on.
There’s an unspoken game that goes on about how to get along in your career. You don’t
be a big ballsy babe walking through the newsroom.
The newsroom for a feminist, and a lesbian, like Susan is an alienating place where men are
“the boys trying to talk over the top of each other”—and she doesn’t fit in. In her
observations in the interview, she has taken on the final subject position that Mclean et al.
(1997) highlight in their research—a feminist subject position, one that offers a point of
resistance to a dominant group. In the story she tells, Susan neither obviously approves nor
disapproves of the journalists’ behaviour, but she is separated from the group dynamic by
her lack of engagement. Susan’s collapse of many events into this one symbolic story is
interesting. For example, what of the contradictory account of the women Susan
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mentioned in the previous excerpt I’ve quoted “being loud and boisterous” and then
“tittering quietly in the background”. Perhaps this is evidence that she is recalling women’s
different approaches, in different newsrooms, at different times—and simultaneously
observing the overall picture.
Jessica, a 21-year-old regional reporter, clearly articulates an understanding that
newsroom hierarchies are reinforced by sexual humour about women and women’s bodies.
Jessica: Well they [sub-editors] would be watching TV and like making cracks about you
know the people they would see on TV, or comments about people that we have taken
photos of for the paper, and
LN: About women or men?
Jessica: Yeah, both, to start with I think it was about women, but maybe that’s just because
I was young and a female and so that was the sort of stuff that I heard.
LN: So you don’t hear it as much anymore or you are different now. Have you become a bit
immune to it, or you give it back to them in some way, do you?
Jessica: Yeah, probably. I think now I probably start to give it back, or I don’t listen, but I am
immune to some of it, yeah. You become less sensitive. I think that you have to.
While there is acknowledgement of power, there is concomitantly a downplaying of the
validity of the power dynamic Jessica sees occurring in the newsroom. Her sense of blame
about her subordinate role in the newsroom comes to the fore (“but maybe that’s just
because I was young and a female”) perhaps, because she knows she is exposing a part of a
newsroom culture that defines her role and that of the sub-editors as explicitly gendered—
something she tries to avoid.
Perhaps too, it is not only blame but a sense of sexual shame. Warner’s (1999)
analysis of sexual shame and stigma is useful in providing a framework with which to
understand many of the participants’ experience of gender inequality and sexual
harassment. Warner explores how a sense of sexual shame has been exploited by
political and religious leaders as a means of reinforcing their power over people. For
Warner (1999, p. 3) everyone feels shame about sex, but what to do with this shame?
“Pin it on someone else”. Some people,3 however, are at greater risk of embarrassment
about sex than others, so therefore to shame someone about sex is a political tool.
Jessica appears shamed to the point that she does not even use the word “sexual,”
let alone “sexual harassment” to describe what she experiences. Her phrases “that sort
of stuff,” and “making cracks” and having to stop being “sensitive” stand in for and/or
let us know that it is sexual behaviour she is describing.
Jessica’s explanation of how she negotiates the power dynamics of the senior men by
becoming “less sensitive”, “giving it back” or ignoring the comments, is a common method
of survival by outsiders. This is an important aspect of how young women learn to survive in
such a culture. Make too much of female embodiment and you will be relegated to just a
female body, because you speak of and defend it. Alternatively, quietly accept the
sexualised banter and in turn accept that your biological sex gives you the inferior body of
“other”.
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The interviewees’ experiences of sexual humour in the newsroom, in the stories told
to me, do not appear to hold the transgressive possibilities that Crawford suggests.
Stories of Engagement with “Sexual Harassment”
Three female interviewees specifically used the term “sexual harassment” during the
interviews and they all identified as feminists. Janet used the term to give an overall
comment of what was happening at one regional newspaper where women were leaving
at a greater rate than men because they were being “sexually harassed”; Christine mentions
a “sexual discrimination complaint” that a former female colleague lodged against the
editor; and Susan tentatively uses the term “I guess you’d call it harassment” to describe a
sexually explicit comment made about her by her editor in front of younger colleagues. For
the younger female journalists I interviewed “sexual harassment,” as a term, has no
currency, although they are constantly the recipients of sexually harassing behaviour. The
two younger women (Jessica and Sally) who discussed sexually harassing behaviour in the
newsroom, did not label it as such. They indicated that they were uncomfortable with the
behaviour, but unsure about how to respond to it.
One of the two men who mentioned harassment was a regional editor, in the
industry for 30 years, who spoke of it in terms of policy procedure. We had been discussing
unions. Todd replied to my question about whether his newspaper had an EEO committee
with:
Todd: We have a clear sexual harassment policy, and that’s in our induction manual. We
have a three-day induction program for all new staff. The union’s almost non-existent
here. We don’t encourage or discourage it. It is entirely up to people if they want we’ll take
the money out of their pay if they want to do that, but the union’s just, I don’t know, it has
become less relevant really.
LN: Is that an indication that the workplace here is very happy and satisfied?
Todd: Oh, gee, I wouldn’t be as bold as to say that but it’s probably more that you know it’s
value for money. What’s the union offering them? Our award4 for instance has run out
about two or three years ago and at the start of each financial year I just call the staff in
and say we are giving them a 3 percent pay rise and, last year, I think I gave them six weeks
in paid maternity leave as well.
The newspapers where the majority of the interviewees worked all have an established
sexual harassment policy under News Corporation, John Fairfax Holdings, Australian
Provincial Newspapers or Rural Press—the four largest newspaper companies in Australia.
However, it is clear from Todd’s comments that this regional newspaper has dismissed the
union-negotiated and company-agreed award, under which claims of harassment could be
lodged within the organisation. Even though there is a sexual harassment policy in the
induction program and state and/or federal anti-discrimination laws, and the industrial
court, the lack of any union support indicates that in this company workers are on their
own. Todd’s initial reaction to talk of EEO goes straight to “sexual harassment” and that in
turn stops the conversation. Having a policy, then, closes down that subject in the
interview. But what’s happening in the interview when Todd slips so seamlessly back to
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unions when I’ve asked about EEO and he mentions sexual harassment? EEO is many things;
he could have talked about equal pay, for example. His language—policy, manual,
“induction program”—are all management words and procedures and he uses these to
contain “sexual harassment” into a matter of policy. It’s evident that Todd is more
comfortable displacing sexual harassment back into the more comfortable subject of the
union—a union that he has rejected and claims so has his staff. Perhaps a discourse of
“rejected,” “irrelevant” unionism stands in for a similarly rejected feminist discourse of EEO
and sexual harassment. There is no “value for money” in unionism, and similarly it could be
that there is no “value” placed on sexual harassment claims.
How did my interviewees experience the usefulness of feminist discourse in
newsrooms, when women (as well as men which we might expect) refuse to take up one of
feminism’s key discursive resources for analysis, and action in the workplace? Janet is a 40-
year-old former metropolitan journalist (left the industry in 1999) who identifies as a
feminist and uses a feminist framework when discussing sexually harassing behaviour in
our interview. Janet explains two incidents of sexually harassing behaviour, although she is
more comfortable explaining how it happened to other women than how it happened in
her case. Firstly, she explains that women were leaving one regional newspaper where she
had worked because they were being “sexually harassed”.
Janet: The women [at the newspaper] were leaving I think . . . at a higher rate, you know
there was a greater turnover of women.
LN: Why was that?
Janet: Because it was a terrible place for young women to work.
LN: In what way?
Janet: Most women were sexually harassed.
Janet: You know the time of year at Christmas parties you’d see a senior editorial bloke
with his tongue in a twenty-one-year-old cadet’s ear at the Christmas party. It’s sending a
pretty strong message that it’s part of sexual behaviour.
Later in the interview she describes her own experience of harassment on her first day in
journalism—as “rite of passage” (de Bruin 2004, p. 9) yet without using the term to describe
the behaviour.
Janet: It’s my experience from day one at [newspaper] you’re taken up to the subs desk,
introduced to the subs, “this is Janet, Mr so and so, this is the new sub” and he said “hi Janet, do
you want a fuck”. The seasonal variation of that at Christmas is, “come and sit on Santa’s face”.
Susan, in her role as senior reporter, talks about making a complaint of sexual
harassment against her boss—on behalf of other harassed female colleagues.
The complaint was prompted by her boss’s harassment of her (which I won’t detail
here), but she downplays this to focus on her colleagues. After checking the staffroom
notice board where a sexual harassment policy procedure was pinned, she began the
“dreadful” process.
“JUST A LITTLE BIT OF CHEEKY RIBALDRY” 91
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
B
y:
 [U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 o
f T
as
m
an
ia
] A
t: 
03
:5
0 
15
 N
ov
em
be
r 2
00
7 
Susan: I thought I have an obligation, I have a moral obligation as much as anything, a
feminist obligation, but also just as a staff [member], you know, this is just getting way out
of control, so I actually took action about it and I went through the formal channels of the
sexual harassment which was the most dreadful experience.
In discussing making the complaint as a “moral” and “feminist” obligation Susan enacts a
subjectivity that has already been constituted through sexual harassment and then has to
act from that position ethically, an ethical dilemma that men are not presented with. Both
Susan’s “moral” and “feminist” frameworks are understood here through a rational and
public context: there was an (unemotional) “problem” that needed to be brought under
control and it had to be contained via a very public control mechanism. Susan’s experience
of the grievance procedure as “dreadful” reinforces Bacchi’s (1998, p. 76) position that
grievance procedures (not a term Susan used) are limited because of the imbalances in
institutional power—for example, in the way in which they constitute the recipient of the
behaviour as the attacker and the sexual harasser as the attacked. Yet, Susan says of the
process that it “broke my heart” because she respected the editor professionally.
Susan: He said “I didn’t know, if you’d said to me . . . ”, and I said, “no, no, no, no, no, if I’d
said to you it would never have changed, because that was the cycle. I had to do what I
did, even though it broke my heart, because I respected you so much”. And to this day we
are very close.
Here Susan attempts to separate sexual harassment into the private (feminine and
emotional, non-rational) realm, and in so doing this elevates the perpetrator’s status as
professional (rational) man, above all else. Her romanticising of her relationship with him is
relegated to the private, as well, by stating she has a “very close” and (earlier in the
interview) a “love-hate” relationship with him that continues to this day, even though they
no longer work together.
Ring’s (1994) reworking of Gilligan’s (1986) theory of the ethic of care is useful here in
understanding women’s embodied responses to sexual harassment. Available conventional
discourses of femininity often provide women with positions of submission or compliance,
thereby disabling their effective resistance to sexual harassment (Ring 1994, p. 136). One
such set of discourses is the ethic of care.
As a “female” moral realm, a discourse of care makes available to women a righteous and
powerful subject positioning; the gender-appropriate power that care confers is one
which comes with the ability to satisfy the needs of others [and therefore to withhold that
satisfaction]. (Laura Ring 1994, p. 137)
This is where Ring departs from Gilligan’s theory. Gilligan suggests that when women
master the ethic of care, this will include caring for their own lives. Yet, Ring argues that a
discourse of care “denotes responsibility for the growth and protection of others’ egos,
demands warmth, nurturance, and caring often precisely to the point of self sacrifice” (1994,
p. 137). While Susan has not been submissive in terms of her compliance with sexual
harassment, she does, however, take up a more compliant, protective and caring role with
the perpetrator after the event. I think that this defends against the possibility she might
see herself as a “big ballsy babe” which would not do her career, or possibly her sense of
self, any good at all.
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My research indicates that women are less inclined to take up the discourse of sexual
harassment because it will be used against them. In this way, feminism and sexual
harassment become linked. Female journalists in my interviews are fearful of the
repercussions of the term sexual harassment because of its link to feminism and the socially
constructed negative dialogue which began from the public debate sparked by the Garner
case. Far from the euphoria of the mid-1970s when naming “sexual harassment” promised
women freedom from it, it now taints them and ties them to devalued subject positions.
Conclusion
Sexually harassing behaviour as a (repeated) practice creates gendered journalists, in
its male initiated challenge/assault, in how it makes women feel, in how they respond, and
in how they are understood by others. I have discussed how harassment is described by
some interviewees in exclusionary terms but it also has productive effects in the
constitution of men and women journalists. Weiss’s (1999) notion of “embodiment as
intercorporeality” is important in understanding the constitutive effects of sexual
harassment. If, as Weiss (1999) suggests, that we can only come to know and understand
our bodies through encounters with others, then as the female interviewees make clear
their encounters are constant reminders of how their bodies do not “fit” and/or where and
how they do fit in this occupation. These encounters, however, happen between already
culturally mediated bodies constituted through a range of gendered discourses that
distribute humour, judgment, shame-ability, care, and compliance unevenly. When female
journalists enter the industry sexually harassing behaviour is just one of the many ways in
which they are excluded, marginalised, and in some cases become outsiders. But women
do survive and indeed succeed even in the face of it. When male journalists enter the
industry, engaging in sexually harassing behaviour of women is one of the many ways in
which some occupy the privileged position of an insider. Butler’s (1997) equally important
assertion that gender is “put on, invariably under constraint, daily and incessantly, with
anxiety and pleasure” (1997, p. 415) is a reminder of the invariable pressure that male and
female journalists find themselves under, especially in regard to available subject positions
in the workplace. Three of the available subject positions for those who are the objects of
sexually harassing behaviour are to accept the liberal narrative of sexual harassment and to
use the grievance procedure, to deny that it exists, or to resist (or challenge) the behaviour
and risk becoming an outsider. I’m not suggesting that sexuality doesn’t belong in the
workplace. But which kind of sexuality comes to dominate? As I have argued here, the
privileged discourse is often male dominated heterosexuality. It will take a quantitative leap
at many levels for women to be subjects of sexuality rather than objects of sexuality in the
newsroom.
It is important to note that in probing questions of gender inequity, I do not want
to suggest that all men are sexual harassers and that women are only victims. As Ring (1994,
p. 134) rightly points out, such an argument “casts women as passive, devoid of agency,
and posits gender relations as an immovable, unchanging bind”. It is sufficient to note that
much has been written about women’s compliance and participation in the very systems
that oppress them.
Women have told me stories of oppressive behaviour and their discourses, through
which to understand it, avoid unequivocal confrontation with gendered power dynamics.
These may very well be the best options in terms of survival and career advancement. But
“JUST A LITTLE BIT OF CHEEKY RIBALDRY” 93
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
B
y:
 [U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 o
f T
as
m
an
ia
] A
t: 
03
:5
0 
15
 N
ov
em
be
r 2
00
7 
there are small pockets of resistance that demonstrate that female journalists do indeed
challenge and confront sexually harassing behaviour. This, however, deserves a more
thorough analysis then I can do in this short paper.
My analysis of the interviews has shown that sexually harassing behaviour is a
defining part of the occupational culture of journalism. But the use of the term “sexual
harassment” or lack of its use by interviewees, also tells us other things about the place of
feminism and/or feminist inspired government legislation in journalism’s occupational
culture. If women identify and name sexual harassment they fear they will be labelled as
whinging feminists, or victims, or unable to accept “normal” gender relations. “Sexual
harassment” then is a discursive object that feminists identify, but which the majority of
women, in newsrooms, especially younger women, do not.
Irrespective of the difficulties, women are determined to be “journalists”. Maybe the
reason that female journalists don’t find feminist discourses of “sexual harassment” helpful
is because of the contradiction between all the available subject positions for those
subjected to sexually harassing behaviour and “journalist”. So denying sexually harassing
behaviour and avoiding the use of the term “sexual harassment” might be what is required
to be a journalist. Simon says that “no one could safely confidently say they are being
harassed”. He is right. Women cannot “safely” complain, and certainly not with confidence.
The interviewees use, and we need to theorise, more complex strategies to survive.
Hopefully these strategies may, in the future, promote a more robust challenge to
gendered power relations, but in the meantime, women’s use of available discursive
reasoning, must be commended for its survival promoting capacity.
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NOTES
1. All names of interviewees have been changed to protect anonymity.
2. Are You Being Served? was a popular British comedy set in a London department store. It
aired in the UK between 1972 and 1985. The series spun off into an Australian version which
was show in 1980–81. Mrs Slocombe is a female character in the show. Ugly Dave Grey is a
British-born Australian comedian who made regular appearances on the popular Australian
television game show Blankety Blanks. It was shown from 1977 to 1979. Grey was renowned
for his bawdy jokes and “Dick did’” repartee with the show’s host.
3. I use the term “people” here, but I am not assuming that women are of greater risk of
embarrassment about sex than men, or that sexual harassment of men by women does not
occur. Further research that included specific discussions about sexual harassment would
certainly provide more room for detailed analysis.
4. A document detailing a set of minimum wage and work conditions negotiated between an
employer and an employee group, such as the industry union MEAA.
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